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Abstract. Realist cinema, as a distinctive cinematic form, emerged amid the technological
revolutions of the 1960s, championing the use of observational filming to capture unfiltered
social reality. Yet, as subjective interventions increasingly permeate the creative process, a
profound tension has arisen between the ideal of “authenticity” and the inherent
narrativization involved in filmmaking. This paper, through case studies of Chronique d’un
été, The Thin Blue Line, Tiger King, and Grey Gardens, critically interrogates how realist
films construct “truth” through technical mechanisms, narrative strategies, and ethical
negotiation. Central to this inquiry is a core paradox: the more rigorously filmmakers pursue
authenticity, the more extensively reality becomes fictionalized. The study contends that
authenticity in documentary cinema is not a direct reproduction of objective truth, but rather
an aesthetic construct shaped through multiple layers of mediation. Within the post‑truth
media landscape, this paper further scrutinizes the shifting power dynamics among creators,
subjects, and audiences, and advocates for a paradigm of “critical authenticity”—one that
embraces subjectivity while reconfiguring ethical frameworks and public trust.
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1. Introduction

The emergence of realist cinema in the 1960s was propelled by the proliferation of portable cameras
and synchronous sound technology. These innovations liberated filmmakers from studio confines
and enabled them to immerse directly in real-life contexts to capture what was perceived as
unvarnished reality. However, authenticity has never existed in a vacuum. Every decision—framing,
editing, directorial prompting—inevitably embeds subjective perspective. This subjectivity does not
undermine the pursuit of authenticity; it is a deliberate aesthetic strategy.

In the contemporary post‑truth era, public perceptions of “truth” have become fragmented and
contested. The flood of misinformation across political discourse, social media, and entertainment
has significantly eroded conventional credibility in factual narratives. Visual media—particularly
documentary practice—is deeply entangled with this paradigm. Consequently, it becomes essential
to critically examine how realist films construct authenticity and to explore how creators can
ethically engage with an audience that is both diversified and critically vigilant.

This study tackles three central research questions:
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•  How do realist films co-construct authenticity through technical, narrative, and ethical
strategies?

•  When authenticity becomes an aesthetic device, does this diminish its societal value? What
tensions arise between constructed truth and social utility?

•  Does the filmmaker’s inherent subjectivity undermine the documentary’s role in historical
representation and social critique?

By integrating theoretical discourse with selected case studies and drawing on documentary
ontology and postmodernist critique, this paper elucidates the constructed and sometimes
fictionalized character of cinematic “reality.” The selected works—Chronique d’un été, The Thin
Blue Line, Tiger King, and Grey Gardens—function as exemplary texts through which to analyze
the multilayered interplay of technology, narrative, and ethics in shaping authenticity.

2. Technical means of manipulating “truth”

Realist cinema is renowned for its use of lightweight equipment, which grants filmmakers the
freedom to embed themselves in subjects’ everyday environments and fosters a palpable immediacy
that audiences equate with “realness.” However, equipment choice is far from neutral. For instance,
in Chronique d’un été, Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s pursuit of authenticity was not passive
documentation but a deliberate construction. Utilizing the innovative Éclair  NPR 16 mm
synchronous‑sound camera and Nagra III portable audio recorder, they achieved high mobility and
access to authentic contexts—streets, markets, and households—fostering both liberation and
directorial influence. As Faulkner asserts, “This style of film required a new technique, a handheld,
sync‑sound camera… the camera as a bodily extension of its operator… technical aspects … are
integral to any conversation with the piece” [1].

Moreover, the recurring question “Are you happy?” is not spontaneous but a structurally pre-
ordained narrative prompt. Di Lorio observes, “Participants were routinely provoked into reacting…
and the film was heavily edited to conceal these interventions” [2]. Through structured questioning
and strategic editing, the filmmakers manipulated emotional responses to suggest naturalness where
none existed.

Additionally, Chronique d’un été disrupts the continuity of time. Scenes captured months apart
are seamlessly edited to create temporal coherence. As Di Lorio notes, “Scenes shot months apart
were placed in sequence, giving the appearance of a linear progression of time…” [2]. This
reconfiguration of temporal structure amplifies perceived continuity but underscores the director’s
active role in constructing “reality.”

Nichols further identifies that the mere presence of camera equipment influences subjects: “The
camera becomes a symbol of power, and participants adjust their performance accordingly” [3]. This
“camera effect” ensures that documentary truth is always inflected by both the filmmaker and the
tool. Renov encapsulates this insight: “Documentary authenticity is the product of interaction
between filmmaker and subject and the joint construction of reality through technology and
discourse” [4]. Chronique d’un été exemplifies this dynamic: filmmakers do not merely record—
they shape meaning through every technical and editorial decision.

3. Narrative intervention and the drive toward fictionalization

Realist films frequently adopt structured narrative arcs and emotionally charged editing to guide
audience engagement. The Thin Blue Line is paradigmatic, employing noir‑styled scoring and
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suspenseful pacing to transform a wrongful conviction into a captivating thriller. The film’s
objective is not only to document but also to craft a compelling experiential narrative.

Errol Morris deliberately structures the film to position viewers psychologically in support of
Randall Adams. Renée R. Curry explains, “Morris presents contradictory witness accounts in
sequence and withholds conclusion to inch the audience toward Adams’s innocence,” provoking
both empathy and moral alignment [5]. Meanwhile, Kaymaz emphasizes the transformative power
of editing: “editing creates new viewpoints… editing can destroy actuality,” illustrating how
editorial intervention can fashion a new reality and direct emotional engagement [6]. Through rapid
cross-cutting among testimony, archival footage, and staged reenactments, the film invites viewers
to passionately re-evaluate the case.

Therefore, the narrative and editorial architecture of The Thin Blue Line is not a passive
conveyance of fact but an active construction of an emotionally potent storyline—one so persuasive
that it contributed directly to Adams’s legal exoneration. Yet this success foregrounds a critical
ethical dilemma: documentary “truth” is often the product of narrative manipulation and viewer
complicity, rather than transparent documentation.

Butchart warns, “'Doubling’ and 'redoubling’ the visual mode of address undermines
documentary’s authority,” underscoring the need to balance “participant consent and the audience’s
right to information” [7].

4. Ethical negotiation: reshaping filmmaker–subject–audience relations

4.1. Subjectivity, performance, and agency

While realist cinema purports to depict subjects’ authentic states, the symbiosis of directorial
influence and performative responses inevitably shifts this “truth.”

In Grey Gardens, the intimate scrutiny of a mother–daughter duo ignited debate over
documentary ethics: Do subjects retain agency in their own portrayal? Are filmmakers obliged to
respect privacy and dignity? These questions underscore that authenticity is not conferred—it is
negotiated among filmmaker, subject, and audience.

4.2. Ethical responsibility in shaping public consciousness

Realist cinema wields considerable influence in shaping collective perception. Filmmakers therefore
bear moral responsibility—not only in broader societal terms but also in micro‑ethical contexts
involving individual dignity. In the post‑truth milieu, where entertainment and documentation blend
seamlessly, Tiger King epitomizes this ethical complexity.

While leveraging documentary techniques, the series emphasizes dramatic characterization and
sensationalism. Bennett & Johnson document that “social media commentary favored shock,
ridicule, or humor—metaphors like 'train wreck’ or 'crazy trash heap’ dominate,” with only 2% of
comments delving into substantive issues like animal welfare or policy critique [8]. Among 47
mainstream media reports, 94% fixated on sensational character portrayal, with only 37% engaging
in thematic analysis. Directors themselves acknowledged the difficulty of integrating ethical
critique: “We certainly wanted audiences to understand that this is not the right way to treat animals,
but that was not easy” [8].

Thus, while Tiger King stylistically uses the veneer of realism, its form and dissemination favor
entertainment-driven engagement. Algorithms and emotional hooks simplify public perception. This
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phenomenon underscores that documentary filmmakers act not merely as observers but as active
“narrative orchestrators” in shaping public reality.

5. Reconstructing “truth” in the post‑truth era

The post‑truth moment demands that documentary filmmakers re-evaluate their relational dynamics
with subjects. The Grey Gardens controversy highlights the necessity of balancing visibility with
respect for subject autonomy and privacy. Meanwhile, digital platforms—from vlogs to reality
aesthetics—create a false sense of emotional authenticity that paradoxically intensifies
misinformation.

Harindranath argues, “Given that audience responses… are premised on the genre’s claims to
veridicality and truthfulness, we must rethink the perceived social function of the documentary” [9].
This statement exposes the foundational crisis confronting documentary’s truth claims in
contemporary media environments.

6. Conclusion

This study has demonstrated how the technical, narrative, and ethical architectures of realist cinema
give rise to the authenticity paradox: a rigorous pursuit of “truth” often culminates in practices that
fictionalize or reshape reality. Within the broader framework of the post‑truth era, the traditional
understanding of authenticity—once grounded in verifiability, objectivity, and representational
accuracy—faces profound epistemological and communicative challenges. The convergence of
digital technology, algorithmic curation, and short‑form content platforms has not only facilitated
content dissemination but also blurred the lines between constructed narratives and genuine lived
experiences. Through detailed visual and editorial decisions, filmmakers significantly influence the
viewer's perception of authenticity. Camera angle, framing, pacing, and even sound design are tools
that can either reinforce a truthful perspective or subtly distort it. While these techniques can serve
expressive or rhetorical purposes, they also raise urgent questions about ethical boundaries in
documentary storytelling. Without the establishment of robust ethical frameworks, documentary
practices risk slipping into the realm of emotional manipulation, ideological bias, or exploitation of
vulnerable subjects.

Moreover, filmmakers’ visual and editorial choices profoundly shape perceived authenticity.
Therefore, contemporary documentary practitioners must assume heightened ethical awareness and
responsibility. A more defensible and critically aware notion of visual authenticity must emerge—
one that affirms subjectivity as inevitable, enforces transparency about production processes,
respects participants’ agency and consent, and actively cultivates audience media literacy. In doing
so, documentary filmmaking can reclaim its role not as a passive recorder of events, but as a
dialogic process that co-constructs meaning between filmmaker, subject, and viewer.
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